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an	appreciation	of	the	living	world,	rifle	shooting	seems	oddly	inappropriate.	
Parents,	 already	 worried	 about	 the	 toy	 guns	 and	 first-person	 shooter	 video	
games	their	pre-adolescent	sons	embrace,	must	cringe	when	the	postcard	from	
Scout	camp	relates	their	son’s	day	on	the	rifle	range.





















































	 Boys	 raised	 in	 rural	 areas	 commonly	 learned	 to	 hunt	 with	 rifles	 in	 the	


















Rather,	 some	 individuals	 and	 organizations	 began	 to	 tout	 the	 value	 of	 rifle-
shooting	at	 targets	 (“marksmanship”)	as	an	activity	suitable	 for	creating	and	
maintaining	physical	fitness,	mental	alertness,	a	competitive	spirit,	and	demo-
cratic	 camaraderie	 in	American	 boys.	The	 idea	 of	 a	 “muscular	Christianity”	
not	on	the	playing	fields	but	on	the	shooting	fields	needed	organizations	that,	
through	 publications	 and	 shooting	 programs,	would	make	marksmanship	 an	
acceptable	activity	for	boys.	The	emerging	triangle	of	the	NRA,	the	BSA,	and	
the	gun	and	ammunition	manufacturers	provided	 the	 images,	narratives,	 and	
programs	that	accomplished	this	for	the	American	middle	class.
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The National Rifle Association
	 Two	 Union	 army	 officers—Col.	 William	 C.	 Church	 and	 Gen.	 George	
Wingate—who	were	displeased	with	the	marksmanship	of	the	average	soldier	
in	the	Civil	War,	founded	the	National	Rifle	Association	in	1871.	Through	his	





attaching	 to	 rifle	practice	and	competition	 the	virtues	of	 the	 self-disciplined,	
democratic	manhood	that	needed	to	be	restored	in	 the	decades	following	the	













	 In	 the	summer	of	1907,	Lord	Robert	Baden-Powell,	 the	military	hero	of	
Mafeking	(a	legendary	siege	and	battle	in	the	Boer	War	in	South	Africa)	acted	
on	his	idea	that	England	needed	a	youth	movement	to	create	young	men	physi-
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and	he	did	design	a	Boy	Scout	uniform	resembling	a	military	uniform,	but	he	
also	took	pains	to	declare	that	his	were	“peace	scouts.”12
	 When	a	group	of	 lawyers,	businessmen,	and	youth	workers	 founded	 the	
Boy	Scouts	of	America	(BSA)	in	1910,	largely	in	response	to	the	same	worries	
about	 the	 effects	 of	modernity	 on	manhood	 and	 self-reliance	 that	motivated	
Baden-Powell,	they	faced	a	culture	in	which	gun	ownership	and	use	were	far	
more	 taken	 for	 granted	 than	 they	were	 in	 England.	 Still,	 several	 social	 fac-
tors	helped	determine	the	course	the	founders	were	to	take	regarding	guns	and	
shooting.	First,	 they	were	creating	a	movement	designed	 to	 serve	urban	and	
suburban	youth.	Rural	youth,	who	were	 raised	 in	a	hunting	culture	and	who	







	 Second,	 there	 was	 a	 strong	 antimilitarist	 sentiment	 among	 some	 of	 the	
founders,	especially	Ernest	Thompson	Seton.	Antimilitarism,	outright	pacifism,	
and	American	 isolationism	as	 the	United	States	watched	Europe	 slip	 toward	
war	 all	 played	 a	 part	 in	 the	BSA’s	 distancing	 itself	 from	 guns,	while	 at	 the	











Handbook for Boys	 included	marksmanship	 as	 one	 of	 the	first	merit	 badges	
a	 boy	 could	win,	 though	 under	 the	 requirements	 for	 earning	 the	 badge,	 the	
Handbook	authors	say	simply	“Qualify	as	a	Marksman	in	accordance	with	the	












































fires	 the	 imagination.	 It	gets	you	 into	 the	great	outdoors.	 It	
steadies	your	nerves.	It	makes	you	ready	for	the	big	gun—the	
kind	Dad	uses	now.

















The 1930s and 1940s







marksman	 one’s	 nerves	must	 be	 in	 good	 order,	 eyes	 clear,	
muscles	under	control—in	fact,	there	must	be	almost	perfect	
coordination	of	all	parts	of	the	body.	.	.	.
	 It	must	be	 recognized,	 though,	 that	marksmanship	 is	 a	
means	to	an	end,	but	by	no	means	the	end.	Scouts	are	encour-
aged	to	 learn	to	handle	 the	rifle,	not	 that	 they	may	become	
experts	in	shooting,	but	that	in	becoming	experts,	they	may	
learn	 to	 take	 care	 of	 themselves	 and	 others;	 that	 they	may	
acquire	the	physical	perfection	without	which	good	shooting	
is	next	to	impossible,	and	that	they	may	have	still	one	more	




















ters,	 Sunday	 schools	 at	 churches,	 and	 summer	 camps.25	The	 iconography	 of	
the	NRA	Club	Charter,	as	shown	in	 the	1941	handbook,	was	repeated	 in	 the	
membership	certificates	of	accomplishment	issued	to	individual	members.	On	
the	left	is	the	Minuteman,	the	NRA’s	central	symbol	of	the	link	between	rifle	
skills,	 the	birth	of	 the	nation,	and	patriotic	citizenship.	The	rest	of	 the	draw-
ings	on	the	group	charter	and	the	individual	certificate	illustrate	the	benevolent	


























	 If	 the	 eagerness	 to	 train	American	 youth	 how	 to	 shoot	 rifles	 safely	 and	
skillfully	has	intensified	during	periods	of	cultural	anxiety	about	masculinity,	
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then	postwar	America	provided	the	perfect	scene	for	efforts	to	naturalize	rifle	




manhood,	but	other	 familiar	conditions	were	present.	 In	 the	workplace,	men	
increasingly	found	themselves	in	bureaucratic,	white-collar	settings,	farther	and	
farther	 removed	 from	“manly”	work.	The	 suburbanization	of	white,	middle-
class	America	 and	 the	 rise	of	what	Betty	Friedan	 called	 “the	 feminine	mys-
tique”	meant	that	boys	were	being	raised	primarily	by	mothers	and	by	female	
teachers,	conditions	ripe	for	“feminizing”	the	American	boy.28











manufacturers	 responded	 to	 this	 crisis	with	 renewed	energy	 toward	 teaching	
American	virtues	through	rifle	marksmanship.	Their	campaign	would	be	helped	








and	Indians”	or	“World	War	II”	 in	 the	woods	and	fields	adjacent	 to	 the	sub-
urban	middle-class	housing	developments	 in	which	 the	Baby	Boomers	(born	
1946	to	1964)	were	coming	of	age.	At	least	two	Vietnam	War	memoirs—Tobias	
Wolff’s	In Pharaoh’s Army	(1995)	and	Ron	Kovic’s	Born on the Fourth of July 
(1976)—recall	 the	 hours	 spent	 playing	 soldier	 in	 their	Baby	Boomer	 youth,	
and	John	Wayne	(hero	of	both	the	Westerns	and	the	World	War	II	films	of	the	
1940s	and	1950s)	became	the	figure	invoked	by	Vietnam	soldiers	to	describe	
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	 In	 short,	when	Daisy	 and	 the	 gun	manufacturers	 set	 their	 sights	 on	 the	
emerging	and	affluent	youth	market	of	the	1950s,	plenty	of	cultural	images	and	
mythologies	were	 in	place	 to	help	naturalize	 the	presence	of	 rifles	 in	young	
hands.	People	relied	upon	those	images	and	mythologies	to	allay	the	fears	and	
anxieties	Americans	were	feeling	amid	the	normalcy	and	affluence	of	middle-




	 The	1950s	revised	version	of	the	NRA’s	Junior Rifle Handbook was pre-
pared	to	make	the	case	for	the	importance	of	learning	how	to	shoot	rifles.	The	









ship	 had	 to	 be	 naturalized	 again	 to	fit	 the	 1950s	 emphasis	 on	normalcy	 and	
the	suburban	nuclear	family.	The	“1953	revised”	version	of	the	Marksmanship	






	 The	 1953	 pamphlet	makes	 the	 case	 for	 rifle	 shooting	 as	 a	 sport	 for	 the	





Troop,	which	was	 sponsored	by	one	of	 the	 local	 churches,	
owned	rifles	of	 .22	caliber.	Only	two	of	 these	had	received	
instructions	 in	 its	 proper	 use.	 On	 recommendation	 of	 the	
Troop	Committee,	a	range	was	installed	in	the	basement	of	
the	 church.	Here	 not	 only	Scouts	 but	 also	 their	 sisters	 and	
parents	enjoy	the	sport.	As	a	matter	of	fact	rifle	shooting	is	
one	of	those	all	too	rare	sports	which	father	and	son,	mother	
and	 daughter	 can	 enjoy	 together	 and	with	 equal	 chance	 of	
success.33
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and	 competition.	Marksmanship	 and	 the	 BSA	 programs	 clearly	 address	 the	
masculinity	anxieties	of	the	1950s,	but	why	include	sisters	and	mothers?	Sev-
eral	 conflicting	 forces	 are	 at	work	here.	The	1950s	 emphasis	 on	 the	nuclear	
family	equated	the	strength	of	the	family	with	the	strength	of	the	nation,	and	
the	family	needed	“wholesome”	activities	to	bring	them	together.34	The	skills	

















	 Meanwhile,	 the	 Daisy	Manufacturing	 Company	 was	 collaborating	 with	
both	the	NRA	and	the	BSA	to	make	the	Daisy	air	rifle	an	acceptable	substitute	
for	the	.22	caliber	rifle	in	youth	shooting	programs.	Through	the	first	half	of	the	





advertising	supplements	marketed	 the	Daisy	air	 rifles	 to	boys,	and	 it	was	an	
almost	universal	white,	middle-class	boy’s	wish	to	find	a	Daisy	air	rifle	under	















appreciation	of	 the	meaning	of	 sportsmanship,”	and	 the	 thrill	of	mastering	a	




	 A	 1959	 pamphlet	 published	 and	 distributed	 by	 the	 Daisy	 Company	 af-
firmed	 the	positive	values	of	 including	 the	air	gun	 in	 the	middle-class	home	





to	parents	 through	 their	 loving	gaze.37	The	 rifle	 takes	 the	place	of	 the	pet	 in	
this	middle-class	 living	room,	with	an	indoor	Daisy	shooting	range	backstop	
against	the	back	wall,	alongside	a	bookcase	of	books.	This	image	alone	would	
















and	 promises	 “Good	 Eyes,	 Good	 Health,	 Good	 Sportsmanship,	 and	 Good	
Friends.”40	The	cover	drawing,	shown	in	Figure	1,	shows	a	teenaged	boy	and	
girl,	each	holding	a	.22	caliber	rifle,	and	behind	them	are	the	“spirits”	of	the	









18  Jay Mechling
	 The	Sporting	Arms	 and	Ammunition	Manufacturers	 Institute—the	 trade	
organization	 for	Remington,	Winchester,	 and	other	companies—produced	 its	
own	comic	books,	including	one	entitled	“More	Fun	with	Your	22	Rifle,”	full	
of	 safety	 tips,	 shooting	 instruction,	 tips	on	cleaning	 the	 rifle,	and	games	and	



















The Sixties and Seventies
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highest	 traditions:	 it	 sells	a	mess	of	air	guns	and	 it	 teaches	
youngsters	 sportsmanship,	 marksmanship	 and	 correct	 gun	




urban	boys,	especially	African	American	and	Latino	boys	 in	 the	 inner	cities.	
Despite	some	exceptions,	 such	as	“Negro	 troops”	and	some	Asian	American	
troops,	 for	decades	 since	 its	 founding	 the	BSA	was	a	white,	 largely	middle-
class	youth	organization.	As	racial	segregation	in	the	United	States	came	under	
increased	scrutiny	and	 the	Civil	Rights	movement	grew,	 the	BSA	 leadership	
realized	that	the	changing	conditions	for	boys	growing	up	in	the	United	States	




leadership	 recognized	 that	 they	 needed	 to	 change	with	 the	 times:	 the	 1960s	
were	far	from	the	1950s,	and	the	BSA	struggled	to	define	its	role	in	the	chang-
ing	demographics	of	American	boyhood.





phasis	 of	 the	 pamphlet	was	 on	 the	 safe	 handling	 of	 guns	 and	 on	 the	 proper	





























































can	homes,	so	rather	 than	 ignore	 the	handguns	already	wreaking	such	havoc	
















	 Even	 though	 the	Boy	Scout	 publications	were	 abandoning	 the	 romantic	
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the	founding	of	the	BSA.	One	was	designated	the	“Eagle	Scout	Limited	Edi-
tion,”	and	the	other	was	the	“Boy	Scouts	of	America	Commemorative”	model.	
The	 lever-action	guns	 themselves	have	engraved	 side	plates	with	Boy	Scout	
icons,	a	use	of	images	that	must	have	been	approved	by	the	BSA	leadership.53









	 Gone	 from	 the	 2001	 pamphlet	 is	 the	 long	 discussion	 from	 1967	 of	 the	
gun	laws	in	states	and	municipalities.	At	the	same	time,	the	2001	pamphlet	is	




































shooting	 competitions;	 and	marketing	 rifles	 specifically	 designed	 and	 adver-
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